156            AFTER    THESE    MANY     QUESTS
probably because in Rome there are more artists and more people with nothing to do than in any other European city. It is common to see an immense milling crowd and imagine that a riot has started, only to find that it is merely an artist trying, with mediocre talent, to depict the Spanish Steps or San Pietro.
Many of us became positively domesticated, made our own beds and even, once a week, aired the blankets. Tubby Skelton caused a sensation by starting to wash some clothes and then actually producing an iron.
Gradually our confinement grew less rigorous. We were allowed out for walks, providing we kept away from the local inhabitants. So, after the morning domestic chores and a lunch consisting of cold bully beef or sardines on toast, we often set out to explore the flat countryside, wandering through hop-gardens and vineyards, skirting fields of rye and orchards with their lovely Persian carpets of spring flowers.
We looked in vain for the track of armies.   Not a single
o
farmhouse was destroyed or damaged, and the locals greeted us pleasantly with " Buon giorno." There was no enmity between the British Tommies and the Italian peasants. Perhaps there never had been. I saw one Tommy nursing-three grubby infants simultaneously in the doorway of a primitive cottage. But there was a joyless air everywhere, and much evidence of grinding poverty.
One day we walked to the little village of San Georgio, a cluster of flat-roofed houses that had once been gay with coloured distemper but were now a uniform grey. Swarthy, slatternly women with thick ankles and hairy legs coped with swarms of children, some of whom were being publicly de-loused. Empty hogsheads on the pavements, garbage in the gutters, and an ugly concrete castle made up a picture of neglect, dissipation and decayed feudalism. First impressions are often superficial and misleading. I record these— subsequently overlaid by the lovely visions of Rome, Siena and Florence—as a glimpse of Italian rural poverty.
Sometimes we bathed nude in the Gulf of Taranto. Soldiers, for some reason, always think that foreigners have no standards of decency. British and American soldiers constantly bathed naked, in the most public places. But if floor was filthy.  This washing under
